The seeds of artistic revolt in Mexican art began to germinate in the last decades of the nineteenth century, and made their first stirrings felt in the ancient halls of San Carlos. Founded in 1785, the Academy survived the wars of Independence and remained the arbiter of Mexican taste throughout the century. Once free from colonial domination, the school fostered the first expressions of artistic nationalism in Mexico. With few exceptions, artistic nationalism was the dominant influence 377 on the institution. The Academy consistently rejected the credo that the content and style of true art was exclusively European in origin.1 During Diaz's presidency, the Academy began to mirror the internal tensions of Mexican society. Students in the Academy, for the first time in large numbers, raised the issue of foreign masters in the institution. They found the quality of art education generally poor, and refused to accept peacefully the dogma-bound academic styles imported masters attempted to impose.
The growing criticism of the shoddy quality of the accouterments with which Diaz sought to adorn his regime is a significant reflection of the resurgence of Mexican nationalism at the end of the century. The government, ironically, had directly but inadvertantly encouraged the growth of national pride. It fostered the "Mexicanization" of cultural life so that the nation's material gains could be matched by a similar development in the arts. The Porfirian interest in a Mexican art, however, clearly went only as far as to enable Mexico to present conventional European symbols of "progress" to the world.
Vaguely aware that educational agencies were an ideal means for propagating the goals of Orden y Progreso and for stimulating cultural growth, Diaz gave only superficial support to education. He did, however, entrust-the nation's educational system to able leaders.2 The most important of these ministers was Justo Sierra. Sierra's educational programs were hopefully Utopian and his "super-human efforts" met with little success.3 He did, however, score major gains in the Federal District.
Sierra interpreted seriously Diaz's superficial concern for the development of a Mexican art. To silence the criticism at San Carlos, he imported the Spanish master Antonio Fabres in 1903 for the single purpose of establishing a "Mexican school of painting." 4 The presence of Spanish masters in San Carlos was no innovation, since throughout the past century the faculty had been composed of imported masters. Sierra had not, however, anticipated the rebellious spirit of the times. was brief. He allowed the student absolute freedom in the choice of subject-matter, and academistas turned for their themes to the Mexican folk type and native genre.6 Style, on the other hand, was strictly controlled. The student was encouraged to combine photographic realism with baroque sentimentality. A new generation of artists followed the ideas introduced by Fabres and became popular as painters of Mexican subject-matter. Of this group, the most outstanding are Felix Parra, Leandro Izaquirre, and Saturnino HerrAn.7 Despite their imitative style, the development of this group places the beginning of artistic exploration of native material in the Diaz age, and further reflects the growing spirit of nationalism in Mexico before 1910.
Not all of San Carlos's students accepted Fabres, and were not satisfied to paint sentimental ideal Indian types and to copy nature with photographic exactness. Fabres's techniques, compared even with the ghost of French impressionism, seemed too academic and too rigid for young painters interested both in current European movements and the developments of their own native talents.
Personal frustrations produced by Fabres's influence and conduct at San Carlos pushed students in the school in common with other Mexicans driven by the same emotion to the precipice of active revolt. Motivated on one level by abstract feelings of national and professional pride, their sincere, but vague desires for social and economic progress, the thwarted students found copying European classicism a poor substitute for the considerably more attractive European trends. The spark that inflamed their sentiments was the fact that Fabres's conduct denied them opportunity to learn even his own peculiar style of classicism. To the students, Fabres's failure as a teacher was but another painful manifestation that the government was bound by archaic form, and uninterested in developing the talents of its people. by his offensive personality and by his over-use of the camera in achieving "photographic realism."9 His ambitions doomed to failure, Fabres lost interest in teaching. He often failed to appear in class, and when he did, he frequently cut the session short. When students left early, however, they were penalized. When two students were finally expelled for this reason, ten other students presented to Rivas Mercado a collective manifesto of self-expulsion. "If these two students deserve punishment," they wrote, "then we shall consider ourselves equally expelled with them, that is, all of us who left the building with them."10 One of the signers was Jose Clemente Orozco, who at the time was attending classes but was not a registered student.l1 The expulsion incident is only one of many similar events that ocurred during Fabres's tenure.
Fabres finally left the Academy in 1909, and in order to satisfy the demand for more modem techniques in the school, Rivas Mercado innocently introduced the Pillet system. A method of abstraction developed in France for the instruction of grade-school children, the Pillet system was totally unsuited for an academy of advanced study. The students saw it as a heavier cross to bear, imposed on them by an administration out of touch with the times. Throughout the year resentment grew, but not until the following year did student emotions reach a breaking point.
The year 1910 was as eventful for the Academy as it was for the nation as a whole. This was the Centennial year of the revolt by which Hidalgo began the struggle for independence and many festivities were planned for September. President Diaz, with "surrealistic logic," ruled that a gigantic display of contemporary Spanish art should add fitting gloss to the celebration. For this exhibit the government allocated 35,000 pesos, and provided a specially-constructed building.12 Mexican artists were stunned by the announcement. Gerardo Murillo (alias Dr. Atl), who for a decade had been painting native genre outside San Carlos, assumed the leadership of protest. Dr. Atl had recently studied in Europe on a government stipend, and since 1906 was carrying on an inventory of ancient paintings piled in the storerooms of San In the arts, the net result was a re-evaluation of Indian art forms and the integration of these forms into the nation's cultural life. Indigenismo is important not only as a contributing influence on the nascent public-art movement, but as an indication of resurgent nationalism in a change from "foreign" to "Mexican" values. The stage, moreover, was set for the birth of the mural movement. The components of its major themes were present. The role of the Indian and the Revolution were yet to be clearly defined, but their presence was assured.
